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In a surprise last move of his presidency, George Bush has created a 
protected area of Pacific Ocean the size of Spain. Nigel Williams reports. 
Sea changeIn the last two weeks of his 
presidency, George Bush created 
three marine reserves in the Pacific 
Ocean in a move to help preserve 
widely dispersed sea and island 
ecosystems and bolster his green 
legacy.
Bush’s decision to safeguard more 
than 500,000 square kilometres of 
ocean marks the final move in an 
environmental record that has drawn 
much criticism. He has resisted 
mandatory controls on greenhouse 
gas emissions and has opened up 
new environments to drilling, mining 
and other prospecting. But, at the 
end of his term, he has instigated the 
protection of more ocean than any 
person in history.
Using powers in the Antiquities Act 
of 1906 that were used to protect statues and cultural sites, Bush has 
restricted oil and gas exploration and 
commercial fishing around numerous 
remote islands in the central and 
western Pacific that have long been 
US territories. Scientists identified 
them as biologically and geologically 
rich areas. The monuments, which 
together are equal in size to Spain, 
include regions vital for many sharks 
and other marine predators, along 
with a variety of coral reefs and 
hydrothermal vent fauna.
James Connaughton, who 
chairs the White House Council 
on Environmental Quality, said the 
new designations, coupled with 
Bush’s 2006 decision to create 
the Papahanaumokuakea Marine 
National Monument in the north-west 
Hawaiian Islands and a number of smaller designations, mean that  
Bush has matched the record of  
some of the country’s most 
conservation-minded presidents. The 
Hawaiian site covers 350,000 square 
kilometres and is one of the world’s 
largest marine reserves.
“In the last eight years, we 
have been able to accomplish 
conservation in marine environments 
on a par with what we have achieved 
on land over the past 100 years,” 
Connaughton said.
In making the decision, Bush 
overruled the objections of 
recreational fishing interests and 
vice-president Cheney who argued 
that the restrictions would create a 
dangerous precedent.
Bush has demonstrated more of an 
interest in marine issues than in any 
other environmental matter. Laura 
Bush weighed in as well, soliciting 
input from outside scientists, asking New mentor: Coral reefs at several sites around remote US islands in the western Pacific have been granted increased protection by President 
Bush. (Photo: Peter Arnold Inc./Alamy.)
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monument designations, and 
privately telling some participants 
in the process that she considers 
the monuments a key part of her 
husband’s environmental legacy.
Among the unique ecological 
features that will receive new 
protection are: the giant coconut crab, 
the largest land-living arthropod; an 
endangered bird that incubates  
its eggs with volcanic heat; a boiling 
pool of liquid sulphur; and a  
50-kilometre-wide active mud volcano.
But the new reserves will not 
hinder surface traffic. They have been 
established to allow free movement 
of vessels across the waters, 
also preserving the US’s military 
manoeuvres in the region.
The US government emphasises 
the right of “innocent passage” 
in territorial seas, without the 
requirement for prior notification to, 
or permission from, a coastal state. 
It also confirms the right of transit of 
ships, submarines and aircraft across 
the new designated regions. 
Joshua Reichert, managing director 
of the Pew Environment Group, said 
Bush “has ushered in a new era of 
ocean conservation in the United 
States and the world at large” with 
his push to protect ecologically 
valuable marine areas.
“It has taken 137 years, since the 
creation of America’s first national 
park in Yellowstone in 1872, to 
recognize that unique areas of the world’s oceans deserve the same 
kind of protection as we have 
afforded similar places on land,” 
Reichert said. “And none too soon.”
Vikki Spruill, president of Ocean 
Conservancy, an environmental 
group, said that, in the light of Bush’s 
other policies, it is too early to judge 
the impact of the new protections. 
“On balance, when you compare 
this to little or no action on climate 
change and the lifting of the 
moratorium [on offshore oil drilling] 
that’s been in place for 27 years, that 
begins to paint a different picture,” 
she said. “The move, by itself, is a 
really positive move. The net gain is 
a question we will have to address 
years from now.”
The decision to protect some 
isolated islands along with the 
Mariana Trench, the deepest 
ocean canyon in the world, also 
represents a strategic shift by ocean 
conservationists, who have decided 
they are better off safeguarding some 
of the sea’s most pristine regions 
than trying to curb fishing, drilling and 
other extractive activity everywhere.
Diane Regas, managing director 
of the Environment Defense Fund’s 
ocean program, said there is an 
emerging realisation that some 
places need to be cordoned off while 
others “need to be managed so 
people can survive on the fish and 
enjoy fishing”.
Some experts suggested that the 
administration should have imposed more stringent protections in the 
three marine monuments.
And others have criticised the 
administration’s lack of commitment 
to reducing global atmospheric 
carbon dioxide concentrations. New 
reports from Australia, reported in 
Science this month, suggest corals 
are creating much less skeleton, 
compared with previous years, 
which may be a result of increased 
acidification. So coral damage may 
come more from a lack of protection 
of the atmosphere than from the 
sea. Our data show that growth 
and calcification of massive Porites 
corals in the Great Barrier Reef are 
declining “and are doing so at a 
rate unprecedented in coral records 
reaching back 400 years,” the authors 
report.  “Verification of the causes of 
this decline should be made a high 
priority,” they write in Science.
The monuments, which  
together are equal in size to 
Spain, include regions vital  
for many sharks and other 
marine predators, along with 
a variety of coral reefs and 
hydrothermal vent fauna
Enric Sala, a researcher with 
National Geographic who has 
conducted two expeditions to the 
Line Islands, questioned why the 
protection only extends 80 kilometres 
from the shore, rather than the 320 
kilometres over which the US can 
claim exclusive economic jurisdiction, 
and why they do not include the water 
above the rim of the Mariana Trench.
Connaughton said the 
administration had determined that 
going beyond 80 kilometres would 
not provide significant “scientific 
benefits for conservation” and 
that there was no scientific record 
demonstrating that the waters above 
the trench needed to be protected.
Sala, however, welcomed the new 
protection. “For a president that’s 
not very green, this is going to be his 
largest legacy.”
“The security of America, the 
prosperity of its citizens, and the 
protection of the ocean environments 
are complementary and reinforcing 
priorities,” Bush said.
